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Brett stood in the front of the van, looking back at his four team 
members. Jerry was his age, about forty. They had gone through the 
academy together and been on the force for twenty years, together. Brett 
had been best man at Jerry's wedding, nine years ago. Both were tough 
cops, “tough as nails,” some had said, derisively, but it was true. They had 
experienced and lived through a lot. Sometimes, they had been lucky and 
other times they had been just plain good. 


Taylor and Roxanne. Best of friends, often lovers, but nothing more 
would come of it. They had tried that road and found they worked better as 
friends, so they kept it that way. It was better for their work, too, and they 
knew it. Roxanne was a martial arts junkie, always searching out more 
efficient ways to disarm or kill the enemy. Taylor was brutish with the 
strength and mass to go with the personality. As a partnership, Roxanne 
and Taylor were a formidable team in themselves. They had been with 
Brett's team for seven years. 


Johnson was the freshest recruit. Too fresh for Brett's taste, but Brett 
had requested Johnson because of his exhaustive knowledge in many 
fields. Brett was certain Johnson would become a valuable member to his 
team. Either that, or Johnson would retire. This was his first mission with 
Brett's team and no had worked with him before, however, Brett needed a 
replacement for Johnson's predecessor, Laremy, immediately. Laremy had 
retired the way most of them probably would: six feet under and pushing 
up daisies. Johnson seemed a little nervous, but he was cautious and a team 
player. 

“All right folks,” Brett said to the others, “we're almost there. Suit 


bb) 


up. 

There. It was an auspicious pair of words. “It meant they were about 
to embark on a new excursion too large for the locals to handle, not that 
the locals had not tried. Thirty officers had entered a building. None had 
returned. Under normal circumstances, the city or state would handle the 
problem, but this was bigger than that. Special forces all across the world 


were watching. The building was made of metal and easily towered one 
hundred stories into the air. Still, not all that unusual. What was unusual 
was the building had not been there the evening before. 


Thirty officers had entered the building over the course of the three 
hours. Broken and garbled transmissions from inside transmitted the death 
screams of officers. They did not need complete transmissions to 
understand them. The state called Brett's team in. His team was trained to 
handle the unusual and the dangerous. This qualified as both. 


“Remember,” Brett said. “Whatever is in this building is dangerous. It 
has, presumably, taken the lives of thirty officers. Let's not allow it to 
become thirty-five. Understood?” 


“Yes,sir!” Johnson called out, exuberantly. 


“You don't have to be quite so excited,” Jerry said, nudging the 
younger man. “A nod is as good as a yell in this case.” 


“Oh,” Johnson said. “I didn't know.” 


Jerry made what passed for a smile. Elsewhere it would have passed 
for little 


M more than a poker face. Johnson turned his attention back to Brett 
and nodded, slightly. 


“I don't need to tell you to stay together and watch one another's 
backs, but this time, something insidious is going on inside the building. 
Hell, something insidious is going on, period.” 


“What are we looking for?” Taylor asked. 
“A control center and the person responsible for controlling it.” 


“Any idea which direction we should go?” Roxanne asked. “Up or 
down?” 


Brett shook his head. “That's why we're going in. We're going to find 
out exactly where the control center is. It's anyone's guess where that 
might be.” Brett glanced at his team. “All we know from the messages 
we've received is two things. First, machines were responsible for the 
carnage that must have occurred inside. Yells of warnings about 
‘machines’ was rampant in all messages.” Brett cleared his throat. “I won't 
lie to you,” Brett said. “There were also screams of terror about demons 


although that may have only been jargon in reference to the machines, as 
well. Unfortunately, there is no way to tell for certain until we see what the 
presumably dead officers saw.” 


“And, by then, it may be too late,” Jerry suggested. 
“True,” Brett agreed. 


“You said there were two pieces of information gathered by the 
transmissions,” Johnson said. “What was the second?” 


“We're not certain, but it seemed a couple of the officers mentioned 
something about ‘runes.’ It is anyone's guess what they meant by the term. 
In truth, I am hoping you might be able to shed some light in that area, 
Johnson.” 


“That depends on the runes,” Johnson said. “Some, I understand, but 
there are many variations from many ancient cults. There is no telling 
where they might come from. However, druidic runes do play well into 
demonology.” 


“Meaning?” Brett asked. “In English?” 
“We may be about to enter the presence of real demons.” 


Taylor smiled, slamming his right fist into the palm of his other hand. 
“Bring them on,” he growled. Roxanne put a hand on Taylor's shoulder 
and nodded. 


“Demons can be killed, can't they?” she asked Johnson. 


“Well, that all depends on which mythos you believe. If nothing else, 
we can banish them.” 


“Then, we will banish them,” Jerry said, picking up two guns and 
checking them both. The first, a rifle that seemed more cannon than rifle, 
he slid it into a back holster. The second was enormous, containing a belt 
attached to a box at his side. Along the side of the rifle, there was a clip 
filled with a dozen micro missiles. At the left side was a slender clip that 
rotated under the rifle and held several retractable taser units. Jerry 
affectionately called this rifle his opening discussion. If nothing else, the 
gun usually got the enemy's attention. “And these are my banishing 
sticks.” 


Taylor's strengths were in — appropriately — strength. Every gun he 
had was large caliber. He based his entire arsenal on punching through 
objects, namely opponents and their armor. He carried two handguns 
holstered at each hip and two high-calibre machine guns linked by belts to 
his backpack. He was overkill and he knew it, but there were times when 
such raw power was necessary. Along each side of the backpack were two 
halves to a large sword. When snapped together and welded by Taylor, he 
could cut through almost anything short of stone. The armor he wore over 
most of his body could stop nearly any rifle or handgun round he had 
encountered and, as was everyone else's armor, the newest in self-healing 
metal. 


Roxanne's strength was in her finesse. Her favorite weapon was a 
crossbow that she carried at her back. At her side was a quiver of bolts. On 
her belt were dozens of tips, all varied, depending on need. Explosives, 
poison, expanding steel, hunting tips. Whatever she needed, she carried 
with her. Although the crossbow was her favorite weapon, she was 
practical as well, carrying a machine gun and four spare clips. For fighting 
close in, she carried two knives, one along each calf. 


Johnson watched as the rest of the team prepared themselves for the 
battle to come. He put his hand at his side, feeling the comfortable weight 
of the handgun his father had given him twenty years ago. His grandfather 
had given it to his father. It was his favorite weapon, but hardly his first 
resort. He carried, in his hands, a machine gun similar to what Roxanne 
carried. He also carried four spare clips. 


Brett noted that his team was as ready as they were going to be. He 
picked up his machine-gun and nodded to the rest of the team as he swung 
his radio transmitter into place, near his mouth. “We are here,” he said to 
his team and those listening at his headquarters. Taylor was first to his feet, 
sliding a helmet over his head and flipping the visor open. He was also 
first out the back of the van, bursting through the doors in his inimitable, 
dramatic fashion. Roxanne and the others followed, all of them stopping to 
look up at the steel and crimson building reaching up towards the heavens 
where dark clouds covered the evening sky. Lightning, crimson and angry, 
spit back and forth behind the building. 


“Nice,” Taylor whistled. “Remind me to get a screen saver like this.” 


“Cut the crap,” Brett said, moving forward toward the front of the 
building and a long set of wide, sweeping steps that led to two, crimson- 
black glass doors. “Let's get inside.” He walked between two dozen squad 
cars, all empty, toward the front of the building. There was only one way 
in through the front of the building and that pair of double-doors beckoned 
them to their individual ends. None of them balked. This is what they 
trained for. 


“What do you think?” Brett asked Johnson. 
“If I were a demon, this is where I would do business,” Johnson said. 
“Any ideas why it would suddenly appear?” 


Johnson shook his head, peering into the ebony darkness beyond the 
glass doors. It was an impenetrable morass of black. He could see nothing. 
“If it is demonic then it, of course, verifies the existence of demons. It also 
suggests the reasons the building exists here are arcane, not necessarily 
logical, in human context.” 


“Okay,” Brett said, as they began to climb the stairs toward the doors. 
“Standard formation.” 


The five of them moved forward, Taylor and Roxanne to the left, 
Brett and Jerry to the right. Johnson moved behind Jerry. With weapons 
drawn, they waited at the side of the doors, listening for any sign of life. 
Johnson placed his gloved, right hand against the side of the building. It 
was warm, but more, it pulsated with heat. 


Brett nodded at Taylor. Taylor nodded back. Brett pushed the doors 
open and stepped back to the side of the doors, out of possible fire. Taylor 
looked quickly, once, then stepped inside with Roxanne at his back, her 
left hand on his right shoulder, holding their position. The two of them 
scanned the scene then Taylor spoke. “Follow,” he said. 


The five of them walked into the foyer of the building. Behind them, 
the doors closed of their own accord, forcing Johnson into the building. 


“Whoa!” he said as Brett turned to face him. “They shut as if by a 
force. I could not hold them open. He glanced at Taylor. “I am not certain 
even you could have kept them open.” 


Taylor nodded. “T'll take your word for it.” He counted on his strength 
for almost everything, but he would not waste time or effort on bravado. If 
a teammate said it was not possible then he would take him at his word and 
look for an alternate route. If he couldn't trust his teammates then there 
was no point in being a team. 


Taylor's response surprised Johnson. The natural inclination of most 
macho men was to meet every challenge to their prowess. Johnson smiled. 
He would have to give Taylor more credit in the future. 


At the far side of the foyer studded with dozens of pillars of various 
heights from four feet to eight feet, was a long, wide, sweeping staircase 
that led up to the next floor. The stairway ended in inky blackness. The 
Stairs emitted steam and the room smelled of sulfur and fire. Strewn about 
them, among the pillars, were thirty corpses in various states of death. 


“Smell that?” Brett asked them. “That's burnt flesh.” 


“Nice decor,” Roxanne said. “Looks as if they went for the damnation 
and death theme.” 


“Tt's definitely overkill,’ Brett agreed. “But, why would whoever 
created this building do this?” 


“Maybe the building is some arcane test that reappears every few 
millennia.” 


“An arcane skyscraper?” Johnson said. “That's not realistic. The 
technology didn't exist before the nineteenth century. A ziggurat, maybe. A 
skyscraper, no.” 


“All right,” Jerry said. “What's the explanation, brainy one?” 


Johnson shook his head, his eyes scanning the fog-saturated ceiling. 
“T don't know what it is, but I'll be happy to keep telling you what it isn't.” 


The bodies were cut and torn, shredded in some case, burned in 
others. Some of the bodies were ripped apart, strewing entrails across the 
crimson marked, ebony floor. Bloody footprints covered the floor where 
officers had walked across the remains and gore. 


Jerry knelt at one body neatly severed in half, diagonally, from right 
shoulder to left hip, the two halves of the woman lying a foot from one 
another. “It's a blade,” Jerrysaid. “The cut is clean.” 


“Something pulled this one apart,” Roxanne said, kneeling at another 
body lying in two sections. 


“Two kinds of attacks,” Brett said, then frowned. “Can you hear me, 
headquarters?” He shook his head and glanced at the others. “Radio is 
down. They may be able to hear us, but I cannot hear them. All we have is 
each other.” Brett looked back at Johnson. The younger man was staring, 
almost lost in thought, across the room. “What is it?” 


“The runes,” Johnson explained, nodding to the pillar directly across 
from them. 


Brett turned and glanced at the runes then at the floor, noting similar 
designs among the blood and gore. He looked at Johnson. “What do they 
mean?” 


“They represent different types of death,” Johnson said, his fingers 
moving up to point to the rune he was currently looking at. “Claws of 
death...” he murmured as he moved toward it. 


Brett stopped, turned his head and glanced at the floor at Johnson's 
feet. Johnson had just moved and was about to put his foot down on the 
design that was similar to the one on the pillar. He glanced quickly, around 
the room. Most of the corpses covered or partially covered other rune 
markings along the floor. “No!” he screamed. “Freeze!” But, it was too 
late. Johnson's foot came down on a rune marking identical with the one he 
had just translated for the rest of them. 


“Stand your ground!” Brett yelled. “Do not move your feet! Do not 
touch the runes on the floor!” 


As he yelled his instructions out, the pillar with the matching rune 
Johnson had stepped on unfolded into living steel. The body evolved into 
something akin to a praying mantis with four sets of serrated claws for 
grabbing and two, long, blade-like claws meant for slicing its adversaries 
in two. 


“Well that solves the mystery of who does the slicing in this story,” 
Taylor said. 


If it was a demon, it was all machine. It struck immediately as all 
guns fired toward it, none of the bullets penetrating the skin. One of the 
blades screamed, unerringly, toward Roxanne’s chest. 


“Oh, I don't think so!” Taylor yelled, snatching the bladed forearm of 
the mechanical mantis from the air. The blade was as wide as a man's 
thigh, but Taylor grabbed it in his armored hand as if it was balsa wood. In 
the same moment he snatched it with his left hand, he struck with his right 
fist as hard as he could, shattering the blade in two. The mantis machine 
screamed and backed away as it grabbed Taylor by his head with two of 
the claws. 


Guns stopped firing as the mantis grabbed Taylor and pulled the man 
close to its body. The mantis, twice the height of Taylor would win this 
battle, eventually. At the moment, it was wrestling with the armor. Taylor 
grunted and strained to push the claws apart. 


The mantis' shattered blade re-grew. “Oh,” Taylor growled, seeing the 
regrowth from the corner of his eyes. “Nice trick.” 


“Take the legs out!” Brett yelled. They unleashed their full firepower 
at the knees of the mantis. The creature fell as green gore spewed from the 
joints. “Stay on it!” Brett yelled, noting that the wounds were healing. 


Taylor quit trying to force his way out of the grasp of the mantis, 
pointed his gun straight up beneath the maw of the mechanical demon and 
fired a continuous barrage of bullets into its head until it caved in and blew 
apart. Pieces of mantis pounded off Taylor's helmet, ricocheting to the 
floor below. He fell to the ground amid the body of the mantis. 


Johnson walked, intently, toward the beast, yanking his father's 
handgun from his holster and firing directly through what remained of the 
head, into an eye and, subsequently, into the brain behind the orbital 
socket. 


Brett stepped to his side as Johnson thumbed a new shell into the gun 
and holstered it. “Think that will hold it?” 


“Tt's a forty-four. It should.” 
“Nice. But it heals itself.” 


“Not now it isn’t,” Johnson said. All of them watched as the beast 
slowly disintegrated, pooling into crimson steel and evaporating. “I think 
it's just been banished back to wherever it came from.” 


“Hell?” Brett asked. 


“T don't know,” Johnson admitted. “Every mythos requires some faith 
to believe in it. I don't know that I have that faith. However, it has gone 
somewhere.” 


“How about another dimension?” Roxanne asked as the rest of the 
team walked to Johnson's side, all of them carefully avoiding the runes on 
the floor. 


“That would be easier for me to believe,” Johnson agreed, “although I 
don't think it matters precisely where they came from.” 


“What now, boss?” Taylor asked. 
“Tt depends,” Brett said. “Are you okay?” 
“Yeah. A little shook up, literally, but no damage done.” 


“Okay. Let's find out if we can get out of here.” Brett turned toward 
Jerry. “See what you can find out about those doors. We'll watch your 
back. Johnson, go with him.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


Jerry and Johnson worked their way, carefully, back to the entrance. 
Brett watched them for a moment then scanned the room. It had been a 
massacre and had he not, by chance, recognized the correlation between 
the two markings, the massacre would have continued. 


“There are no marking at all on the doors and the doors will not 
open,” Jerry yelled back. 


“Then,” Brett said, “we go up.” 


“1 thought you would say that, “Jerry said. He glanced around. 
“Besides, I don't see any stairs leading down.” 


“T do not know that I would want to go down in a building from hell,” 
Roxanne suggested. 


“Good call,” Taylor agreed. He turned to Roxanne. “Ready?” 


“We have point,” she assured Brett. 
“Take positions,” Brett said. 


Again, Roxanne and Taylor stepped to the front, heading toward the 
stairs. Brett was directly behind them with Jerry and Johnson, side-by-side, 
behind him. Taylor stopped at the foot of the stairs. 


“We've got a mark,” Taylor said, looking at his feet. Brett and the 
others moved up to his side. There was a thick, pulsating, crimson line 
across the ebony floor, running the width of the stairway. 


“What do you think it means?” Roxanne asked Johnson. 


Johnson shook his head. “It might be a mystical barrier of some kind, 
preventing us from going forward until we have passed some test, or it 
might be a trap.” 


“Tt could just be a line,” Jerry suggested. 


Johnson nodded. “Sure,” he said. “A pulsating, crimson line on this 
arcane ebony floor with absolutely no purpose other than to demarcate 
where the stairs begin. Okay, you cross it.” 


“Uh, no,” Jerry said. 


“A trap or a barrier,” Brett said, ignoring the challenge to Jerry. 
“Could it be anything else?” 


“Tt could be a mystical trip wire that sets off another chain of events,” 
Johnson added. 


“Such as?” Brett asked. 
Johnson shrugged. “The imagination is the limit.” 
“How about a doorbell or messaging device,” Taylor suggested. 


“We can't go back,” Jerry said, glancing at the carnage behind them. 
“We have to go forward.” 


Brett poked the air in front of him with the barrel of his gun. Nothing 
happened. Taylor pulled his swords out, clicked them together and stuck 
the sword forward. Still nothing. Taylor shrugged. 


“Let's move out,” Brett said as Taylor unlocked his swords and put 
them away. “Watch our backs. There's no telling what we're going to 


meet.” 


Once again in position, they moved forward, all of them tense, in 
anticipation, but nothing happened. They simply climbed the steps of the 
Staircase. They continued upward, the steps of the staircase going on for 
much higher than seemed reasonable. 


“Hold it,” Brett said, bringing the crew to a halt. “I thought we might 
be in for one level after the other of death dealing traps. Now, it seems 
there might only be two levels to the tower: the foyer and the top floor.” 


“Tt sure seems that way,” Jerry agreed. 
“Ever heard of anything like this?” Brett asked Johnson. 


“T am afraid not, although there is an endless stairway Faust sees in 
Goethe's final scene, but other than that, nothing significant.” 


Brett studied the stairs above them. He glanced at one stair and noted 
its height. There was nothing unusual about them. 


“The stairs are made for human-sized steps,” Johnson said, following 
Brett's gaze. 


“T noticed that. That means, to me, what we're up against is human or 
at least close enough to it.” He glanced behind them. The stairs continued 
down into inky darkness as well. 


“Any idea how far we have come?” Brett asked the others. 


Johnson tapped the stair he was resting on with the butt of his rifle. 
“Four-hundred and thirty-one steps to this point.” 


The others turned to face him. “You've been counting them?” Brett 
asked. 


Johnson shrugged. “I thought it might be important or relevant, 
somehow.” 


Brett shrugged, slightly. “I can see that.” He frowned and turned to 
face the stairs above. “Let's go. Stay alert.” 


They continued up the stairs as before, but the monotony of the never- 
ending stairs dulled the edge of their senses. After a while, the fog ahead 
of them dissipated. Beyond the fog was an open floor except for an 
immense, ebony stature standing about thirty feet in height and the same 


width, but about one-hundred feet long. It was the classic shape of a 
fantasy, crimson dragon in slumber. About it's head were six flying forms 
of smaller dragons, all of them crimson. 


“Ts it just me or did the designer have a love affair with crimson and 
ebony?” Taylor asked. 


“Yep,” Roxanne agreed. The group of them came to rest on the last 
step, just in front of another pulsating, crimson line. 


“Six-hundred and sixty-six,” Johnson said. 

“Steps?” Brett asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Why am I not surprised?” 

“I know,” Johnson nodded. “It's getting almost corny, isn’t it?” 
“Unbelievably so,” Brett agreed. 


“More runes set into the floor,” Johnson noted. “Only this time, they 
are all identical and they are not quite so cryptic.” Runes covered the floor 
with so many runes they created obvious paths throughout the level. 


Across the room from them, past the statue, was another stairway 
much like the one they had just climbed. Brett studied the enormous room. 
There were no other distinct feature in it and like the foyer, the ceiling was 
also lost in fog. He glanced, again, at the floor. “What do the runes say?” 


“Stray from the path and suffer the death of stone and fire,” Johnson 
said. “Or something pretty close to that.” 


worry about.” 
“Tt looks unreal,” Roxanne said. 
“Tolkien would have been proud,” Jerry suggested. 


“Yeah, well, we have to get past the worm,” Brett said. “So what do 
we do, walk along the rune path?” 


“T think so,” Johnson said. 
“You 'think' so?” Brett asked. “Could you clarify that just a bit?” 


“What else could it mean?” Johnson said defensively. “I told you 
what it says. The runes are identical throughout the floor as far as we can 
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see. 


“Last time,” Brett said, “the runes were not what we wanted to step 
on. Would they use the same technique twice?” 


“Tt's not likely,” Jerry agreed. 
“Maybe it's a metaphor,” Roxanne suggested. 
“A metaphor?” both Brett and Johnson asked, together. 


“Yeah. If the righteous do not walk along the correct path, they will 
not reach heaven. That's true in almost any belief, isn't it?” she asked, 
Johnson, poignantly. 


“Well, yes,” he said. “Of course, different religions believe slightly or 
greatly differently depending on-” 


“That's enough theology,” Brett said, putting a hand up. “What does it 
being a metaphor have to do with it?” 


“Maybe the paths are not exactly the same,” Roxanne suggested. 
“Maybe there is something unique that only the righteous would notice.” 


“Or the educated,” Johnson said, leaning forward to look at the runes 
more carefully. Brett put a hand on his shoulder, holding him back. 


“Don't cross the line, Johnson.” 


Johnson looked at the line, inches in front of him. “Oh, yeah.” He 
studied the different paths and each rune he could see, carefully. “The 
paths are different,” he agreed, “but they all head across the room and 
around the statue along different winding courses. They don't seem to 
cross and the runes are all oriented directly toward me so I can easily read 
them,meaning they are not set into the floor at the same angle. If being 
able to read the runes makes for being righteous then I would say this path, 
here, directly in front of me, must be the correct one.” 


“JT don't know anything about runes, Johnson,” Taylor said, “but they 
seem to be oriented to me, not you.” 


Johnson glanced to his far right and looked at Taylor then at the runes 
directly in front of the big man. The runes were plainly ninety degree off 


and changed their angle the farther out, onto the path in front of Taylor 
they continued. 
“No, you're looking at them wrong,” Johnson said. “You have to be.” 
He walked over to where Taylor stood, watching the runes on the 
floor, carefully. When he stood where Taylor was standing, the runes had 


re-aligned so every rune was oriented toward him, again. “That cannot be,” 
he whispered. 


“What?” Brett demanded. 
“The runes along the floor have changed their orientation.” 


“That's not impossible,” Jerry said. “They do that with holograms and 
a trick in the way the letters are carved out of the stone.” 


“Oh,” Johnson said. “I'll take your word for it.” He sighed. “I have no 
idea which path we should take.” 


“Just stay on the path,” Brett suggested. 
“Good answer,” Roxanne agreed. 
“Take positions,” Brett said. “Let's get across this floor and move on.” 


“Right,” Taylor said as Roxanne took up her position to his rear, one 
hand planted firmly on his shoulder, watching whatever direction he 
wasn't. 


“Let's go,” Brett said. 


Jerry watched as Taylor took a tentative step past the line and onto the 
rune path. As the others followed, he began to frown. “No, wait!” There 
was a loud creaking sound as if a heavily armored tank had just begun to 
move after sitting for decades. “Damn it!” he said. “The rune paths are not 
the paths. The empty areas between them are the paths!” Jerry suddenly 
felt pushed from behind toward his companions. The pressure stopped as 
he stumbled across the line. 


“You okay?” Brett asked. 


“Yeah. Apparently the tower likes to kill all its victims at the same 
time.” 


“Great,” Brett said. “Looks like we're going to have our hands full.” 


“That's the stone threat,” Taylor said, nodding toward the waking 
dragon. 


The huge beast stood to its full height and stretched out its wings. It 
roared once as if angry. It raised its long snout toward the ceiling and 
billowed fire into the air as the smaller dragons flew around his head. 


“And there's your fire,” Jerry said. 


“That would make us the marshmallows,” Brett added. 


“Move!” Taylor yelled as the great beast lunged for Taylor and 
Roxanne. He pushed Roxanne, hard, with one hand while pulling his 
helmet's protective visor down with the other hand as the flames reached 
him. He screamed as the dragon torched him, but a sudden explosion at the 
mouth of the great beast dispelled the burst of fire. 


Jerry lowered his rifle and looked at the damage. The dragon had 
lurched backwards in obvious pain. “Turn around for me, puppy,” Jerry 
urged the monster. “I'll give you a rocket enema and a chance to blow 
flames out your ass.” 


Taylor dropped to his knees then to the floor, groaning. He was still 
alive. Roxanne was at his side, immediately. She put her hands on his 
armor then pulled them away, again. “You gotta get this armor off!” She 
said, “You're roasting in there!” 


“T am okay!” he assured her, climbing back to his feet. “The armor 
can handle the heat, but there was more to it than just fire. It was mentally 
tortuous as well.” He grabbed her helmet forcing her to look into his eyes. 
“Just give me a moment.” 


“Stay clear of the fire,” Brett said, listening to Taylor's explanation. 
Everyone pulled their helmets down into place. 


The dragon pulled it's long neck back as if notching an arrow and shot 
forward, again, aiming to douse Jerry with its fire. Jerry leaped to the side 
into a roll as the rest of the crew fired dozens of rounds into the dragon's 
face. Taylor fired his big guns, the chains of bullets rattling around him, 
but had little effect on the beast. 


“Come on!” Brett said to the others as he helped Jerry to his feet. 
“Let's get to the other side.” They bolted across the floor, regardless of 
where they stepped, running past the dragon, firing as they ran. Suddenly, 
a small dragon shot from their orbit toward the group. Simultaneously, the 
dragon spun to the side, sweeping the floor with its tail. 


“Watch out!” Roxanne yelled, leaping nimbly over the tail then 
turning and firing at the beast's face, to give the others time to clear the 
tail. Jerry and Brett jumped it. Johnson rolled to the side, outside the reach 
of the tail, but the tail hit Taylor hard and slammed him back to where he 
had first begun, near the stairway. He shook off the pain and climbed to his 
feet just as two of the small dragons bore down on him. “Keep going!” he 
yelled to the others as he brought his big gun up to bear on the small 
dragon. He fired point blank and the head of the creature disintegrated into 
a spray of gore, metal and stone shards. 


The body, however, continued forward, slamming into Taylor and 
knocking him to the floor. The dragon turned, again, and fired off a round 
of flames that engulfed Taylor and the second small dragon. Taylor's 
screams rang out through the room. 


Roxanne and the others had no opportunity to help him. Each of them 
were fighting a smaller dragon. Roxanne dodged and fired her machine 
gun, forcing the small dragon back, but it resumed its attack, immediately, 
each time, any damage to its body visibly healing itself in moments. She 
switched weapons, pulling her crossbow and an bolt out in a single motion. 
She snatched an explosive tip, snapped it onto the bolt, drew the string, 
aimed and fired. The small dragon attacking her was too close and the 
explosion knocked Roxanne to the ground, but the dragon's head was torn 
from its lifeless body. 


Jerry, Brett and Johnson were having little luck. Suddenly, Brett 
stepped in front of Jerry. “Take that goddamned dragon out, now!” He 
brought the attention of two of the smaller dragons to himself, giving Jerry 
the moment he needed. Johnson stepped to Brett's side, now bringing three 
dragons to bear on the two of them, sharing the task of keeping them at 
bay. 


There was a sudden explosion to their side and the headless body of a 
small dragon hit their floor at Brett and Johnson's feet. It twitched and 
writhed, but it was convulsing in an attempt to rebuild its body without 
direction. It died. Roxanne stepped to their side, rearmed her crossbow 
with another explosive tipped bolt and fired it off again. Another writhing 
dragon hit the floor. 


Jerry fired off a rocket and an explosion rocked the room. It was 
enough to turn the attention of the large dragon away from Taylor. “Load, 
girl!” Brett yelled. “We'll keep these things busy!” 


The dragon leaped toward them, into the air, its great wings flapping 
hard, sending gusts of wind in their direction. The remaining, smaller 
dragon was caught in the gusts of wind and sent past Brett's team, fighting 
to return its attention to Brett and the others. Roxanne spun, her crossbow 
now loaded, but her shot went wide. It exploded, ineffectively, against the 
wall. “Watch out!” Brett yelled at the others. The large dragon was going 
to land directly on them. Jerry dropped to a knee and brought his rifle, 
firing directly into the beast's mouth. The explosion rocked the dragon 
back, forcing it to land short of its intended mark. It reared back, 
immediately. 


“Tt's going to fire on us!” Brett yelled out. 


“No such luck, puppy,” Jerry said, this time aiming, carefully, waiting 
for what he felt was the perfect moment. 


Near him, bearing down on him, was the last of the small dragons. 
Jerry ignored it as small gunfire blasted at it, but they could not alter the 
small dragon's course for its intended target. “Jerry!” Brett warned him. 
“Duck!” 


“T can't, not... just...” 


There was an explosion as Roxanne's bolt hit the small dragon in the 
side of the head, piercing the eye and exploding. 


“...Now!” Jerry said. 


The dragon paused for the briefest of moments as if building the fire 
in its throat. Jerry released another missile. This time it exploded just as 
the dragon was about to lurch forward. The missile exploded, reacting with 
the fuel of the dragon's unignited breath. The explosion rocked the room. 
The dragon slumped forward, heavily, onto the floor as splintered, metallic 
rock shot across the room, pelting armor and limbs, tossing Brett and the 
others to the ground. 


Johnson screamed in pain, but said nothing else. 


Smoke cleared from the room. Brett stood to his feet and checked 
himself. Other than bruises, he was going to be okay. He helped Jerry to 
his feet. 


“Good to go,” Jerry assured him. 


“Same here,” Roxanne said, stepping to his side. “Taylor,” she said. “I 
have to —” 


“Wait!” Brett said 


There was movement behind them. Slowly, the body of the dragon 
was coalescing. The stone was recollecting and reforming to create the 
massive dragon. “That's not good,” Jerry said. 


“T thought it couldn't reform once we destroyed its brain.” 


“Some dinosaurs had two brains,” Roxanne suggested. “Maybe it's 
the same thing.” 


“Where was that other brain?” Brett asked. 


“T don't know,” she admitted. “I just remember some of them had two 
brains.” 


Brett found Johnson lying among some of the stone rubble. He 
watched as a large stone, pulled away as if by horizontal gravity, dragged 
itself toward the bulk of the dragon. Johnson moved. “Good,” Brett sighed, 
kneeling down to help Johnson to his feet. 


“No!” Johnson said, pulling Brett's hand off of him. “I think my left 
arm is broken,” he said, sitting up. 


“There's going to be more than a broken arm in a moment,” Brett 
warmed him. He grabbed Johnson by his right arm, pulled him to his feet 
then reached down and grabbed the man's fallen rifle. “Here,” he said. 
“You'll need this.” 


“Thanks,” Johnson said. 
“Now get out of here,” Brett told the others. “I'll check on Taylor.” 


Jerry and Roxanne ran with Johnson toward the far stairway while the 
stones continued to pull themselves together. Brett stopped near Taylor's 
side. The man was burned along his left side and there was blood along his 
left leg where the smaller dragon had attacked him and torn through the 


armor. Taylor had cut the small dragon into three pieces, the head lying far 
from the rest of the body. 


“You just going to stand there and look,” Taylor gasped, reaching up 
with his left hand, “or are you going to help me to my feet?” 


Brett reached down and helped him up. “Can you continue?” 


“Yes,” Taylor said, his confidence masking his pain. “A little sunburn 
isn't going to stop me from frying some lizards.” 


“Yeah,” Brett said, helping Taylor across the room, passing mere feet 
from the dragon. Even as they walked past, Brett was certain he could see 
an eye flutter open. “We might want to hurry this along,” he suggested. 


“T am hurrying,” Taylor said. “Don't rush me.” 


“All right,” Brett said, glancing behind him. The dragon was 
beginning to move, but only to aid in reforming itself. It would only be 
moments before he was once again fully functional. 


It seemed like forever, but Brett and Taylor reached the stairs. A 
dozen steps above them, Roxanne and the others waited. Behind them, the 
dragon suddenly rose to its feet, its wings beating fiercely to help it rise. It 
turned and looked at Brett's team then walked back to its pedestal and sat 
down in the same position it had been when Brett and the others had first 
climbed the stairs. Slowly, one-by-one, the small dragons began to appear, 
as if out of a mist, above the dragon's head. 


“T think that was it,” Johnson said. 


Roxanne helped Brett bring Taylor up the stairs to the rest of them. 
“Don't you dare try to tell me you're okay,” she said before he could say a 
thing. 


“Okay,” he said, sitting down. 
“We cannot go back,” Brett said. 
“T have no missiles left,” Jerry said. 


“T don't have enough of the explosives remaining to get us back, past 
even the small dragons,” Roxanne said. 


“T think I am about at my limit,” Taylor admitted. 
“And you?” Brett asked Johnson. 


“My arm is broken. It's a good thing I brought two.” 
Taylor laughed. “Oh, crap, don't make me laugh. It hurts too much.” 


“Okay,” Brett said. “Let's see what we've got. Jerry, take care of 
Johnson's arm. Roxanne, I think you know what to do.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


Brett looked up the stairs. “What the hell is this all about?” he 
whispered. “None of this makes any sense.” 


} 


Jerry set Johnson's arm and used three of Roxanne's bolts to make a 
splint. Taylor was badly injured. The left side of his body was badly 
burned, but he refused to give into the pain. Roxanne used most of the 
dressings both Taylor and she carried in their kits on his wounds. The 
smaller dragon mauled his leg, but the wounds might have been much 
worse had the dragon not had to work at tearing the armor off, first. It had 
given Taylor time, even in his pain induced stupor, to pull out his swords 
and cut the dragon part. It had only been luck that gave him the aim to 
sever the head from the body. 


“That line at the edge of the stairs,” Johnson said, “is to keep us in 
while we're dealing with whatever obstacle the building throws at us. I 
think that's why Jerry was forced into the room. We had not finished 
dealing with the obstacle, yet.” 


“How many of these rooms will we have to deal with?” Roxanne 
asked. 


“Well,” Johnson said, thinking aloud. “If the stairs represent true 
distance, then I doubt we'll have more than a couple more floors to 
traverse.” 


“But?” Brett asked. 

“What do you mean, ‘but’?” Jerry asked. 

“There's a ‘but’ in there,” Brett said. “I heard it.” 
Jerry sighed. “Go ahead. What's the but, Johnson?” 


“Tf these stairs are, well, in another dimension or something, we could 
have hundreds of floors to go through.” 


“Or millions,” Roxanne suggested. 


“I hope someone packed a lunch,” Taylor said, “because I think I'll 
get hungry long before we get through one-hundred rooms.” 


“Hungry?” Jerry asked. “I think we're facing death. We can eat later.” 


“We're not dead, yet,” Brett said, putting a hand up to stop the chatter. 
“It's obvious we are going to run out of ammunition soon. Once we're 
done, we're done.” 


“And then?” Jerry asked. 


Brett shook his head. “We'll figure that out, then. As soon as all of 
you are ready, I suggest we get going.” 


“T'm ready,” Johnson said, standing up, rifle in hand. 


“Same here,” Taylor said, climbing to his feet with Roxanne's help. 
He pulled his chain gun out and set it up. “It's time to pull out the big boys, 
again,” he said. “No more surprises for me.” 


Six-hundred and sixty-six more steps and they found themselves 
facing the third floor. “Same as before,” Johnson said. 


“I guessed,” Brett said. Beyond them was a single room, much 
smaller than either the foyer or the dragon room. It was a plush apartment. 
There was a four-post bed crafted with ebony wood and laden with 
crimson linen. Sofas and chairs of identical construction beckoned nearby. 
A table, laden with ebony tablecloth and crimson place settings was ready 
for a feast. Candles sat in sconces along the wall and in candleholders on 
the table. The light in the room was a pale crimson. 


“Tt's still overdone,” Roxanne said. 


“Yes,” a voice said, “it is.’ A man appeared as if through mist, 
directly in front of them. He bowed slightly and welcomed them into the 
room with a wave of his hand. “Would you please come in?” He wore a 
long, chinese gown of black and crimson. It seemed fitting. He was 
chinese. 


Brett frowned, glanced in either direction and seeing nothing, 
shrugged. “It's not as if we have much choice, it?” 


“The choice is yours,” the figure said. “I would not force the decision 
on you.” 


“The alternatives are fighting the dragons, again,” Johnson suggested. 
“And the tricks in the foyer.” 


“Please come in,” the man said again, stepping back and motioning 
them toward the table. “You must be hungry and tired from your 
adventure.” 


“Well, it's been an ordeal, but it hasn't been that long,” Brett said. 


“Oh, but it has been,” the man said as he seated himself at the head of 
the table. “Every step you have taken has taken months in your time. I 
have taken us on a journey while you have made your way to me.” 


“Fifty-five years for each stairway?” Johnson whispered. 


“What kind of journey?” Brett demanded as he sat to the man's right 
and Taylor sat across from him. 


“Into the future. I travel from time-to-time, studying different 
wairiors as they attempt to traverse my first ordeal. Even now, there are 
wairiors battling to the death in the foyer, unfortunately, their death.” 


Roxanne sat to Taylor's left, Jerry at Brett's right and Johnson at the 
far end of the table. 


“Tt's as if you have been expecting us,” Johnson said, noting the 
glasses of wine in front of each of them. 


“T have been,” he assured Johnson. 

“Well, who are you?” 

“Lucifer.” 

“Satan?” Taylor asked in disbelief. 

Lucifer laughed. “No,” he said. “That's not it at all.” 
“What do you mean,” Brett demanded. 


“Well, I did get the title and I did push the whole demon and hell 
thing along to some degree, but my name is simply Lucifer.” He took a sip 
of his wine. He waved to the others. “Please, enjoy yourself.” 

“How do we know it's not poisoned?” Brett asked. 


Lucifer drank the wine from his goblet, poured some from Brett's into 
his now empty goblet and drank it. “Does that help?” 


“IT suppose,” Brett said, shrugging then glancing at the others. “Well, 
here goes. He took a sip of wine and set it back down. “Nice.” 


“T am damned, if you must know,” Lucifer said, putting his elbows on 
the table and folding his hands in front of him. He put his chin on his 
hands. 


“How so?” Johnson asked. 
“T am immortal.” 
Brett frowned. “How does that make you damned?” 


“Well,” Lucifer said, sitting straight up with renewed energy. He 
watched as his goblet was refilled as if from the air, “I cannot die. I have 
experienced too much over the eons. That means there is little that excites 
me. The entire concept of excitement is based on the possibility of injury 
or death. Since I cannot die, how can something genuinely excite me?” 


Roxanne lifted her goblet to drink from it then simply looked at it and 
shook her head. “Maybe you drugged all but one of us,” Roxanne said. 
“You were expecting us. You might have also known who would sit 
where.” 


“Please,” Lucifer said with a sigh. “Spare me the injustice.” He 
reached for her goblet and she handed it to him. He drank from it then 
handed it back to her. 


“T guess I was wrong,” she said. 


“That doesn't explain why you are here?” Johnson said, sipping at the 
wine. He looked at the wine in the goblet and thought about it for a 
moment then took another sip. “It is very good.” 


“T came here to be entertained,” he explained. 
“By killing people?” Brett asked. 


“Well, no. By people killing themselves. No one asked anyone to 
come through the doors. It is the inquisitive and adventurous mind that 
seeks to understand the unknown. When they come through those doors 
into the building, they are seeking an adventure and they find one within 
moments. Others, such as yourself, make it to the next level.” 


“What is the point of all this?” Jerry asked. 


“The first level is for those warriors who depend chiefly on their 
physical prowess. It is their lack of knowledge and wisdom that keeps 


them in the first level and it is where they die.” 
“Others will overcome the obstacles,” Brett said. 


“If you are referring to the radio transmissions you made, they're 
edited so that you transmit nothing important. I would hate for anyone to 
have an unfair advantage over anyone else.” 


“The second level?” Johnson asked. 


“Now, that one is the clearing room for any barbarians that come in. 
Only technologically advanced warriors can get beyond the dragon. It's a 
bit ‘period’ I suppose, but it is very entertaining to see how people handle 
the obstacle.” 


“How do most of them handle it?” Roxanne asked. 


“By dying.” Lucifer laughed. ““The truth is, most people never get 
past the first room. Frankly, it's been quite awhile since anyone has gotten 
to the dragons, let alone past them.” 


“And this is important to you, because?” Brett asked. 
“Because I want to be entertained. 

“And death entertains you?” Johnson asked. 

“That's sick,” Roxanne suggested. 


“Maybe, but after a few eons of pointless existence one must find 
something amusing. This amuses me.” 


“Why a twentieth century style building?” Johnson asked. 


“Because it's something you understand. A ziggurat is hardly 
commonplace, in your time, and it would just be too arcane.” 


“And all this isn't?” Johnson asked. 


“No, it isn't,” Brett answered for Lucifer. “The beasts of the runes in 
the foyer were biomechanical, weren't they?” 


“Yes,” Lucifer said. “You know about such technology?” 


“T've watched enough science fiction to figure it out. The stone 
dragon. It was also mechanical, wasn't it?” 


“Absolutely,” Lucifer said, smiling. Brett glanced across the table at 
Taylor. “You feeling okay, big guy?” 


“Veah.” 


“You are concemed about his wounds,” Lucifer said. “They won't be 
a concern for much longer.” 


Roxanne stood up and in the same moment lunged forward, past 
Taylor and drove a knife through Lucifer's head. Sparks flew across the 
table and everyone leaped from their chairs and back from the table. 
Lucifer fell forward, dead. His head slammed against the table with a 
resounding thunk. 


“Nicely done,” Brett said. 
“What the hell?” Johnson yelled. 


“He's also a machine,” Roxanne said. “Only he is a bit more delicate 
than the other minions. I put enough drugs in my wine to knock out an 
elephant.” 


“But, you haven't accomplished anything,” Johnson said as Lucifer's 
body faded from view. 


Around them, two dozen Lucifers began to fade into view. “What's 
going on in this place?” Jerry demanded, bringing his rifle up, ready to 
fire. 


“The android was not Lucifer,” Johnson explained. “It was just 
another ruse. The building is Lucifer.” 


“Everybody down!” Taylor yelled as he brought both guns up and in 
front of him. The chains rattled and bullets flew through the room, tearing 
everything apart, destroying Lucifer wherever he appeared, splintering 
wood, ripping through cloth and tearing the apartment apart without bias. 
Bodies fell in piles, but they continued to appear. “There's too many!” 
Taylor yelled to the others. 


Dozens and dozens of copies of Lucifer filled the room as Brett and 
his team fought. Lucifers leaped forward, fighting with taloned fingers, 
their attacks spewing blood and flesh across the table, floor and walls. 
Blood spilled and parts flew until screams ceased. Slowly, the furniture 
reformed and the floor began to absorb the blood. 


Epilogue 


“All right, men, let's go,” Carlise told her team of ten special forces. 
She looked up at the building that had suddenly appeared on an empty lot 
in the center of the city. It had not been there the day before. Workers had 
leveled a building and the lot prepared for new construction. Granted, 
buildings went up quickly in the twenty-second century, but not this 
quickly. In addition, this style was a much narrower, smaller building of 
the style from the twentieth and twenty-first century. No one built them 
that way any longer and hadn't done so in a hundred years. The local 
police had entered the building but all the transmissions were intermittent 
and filled with their screams as they died beneath the onslaught of some 
horrendous beasts. 


“Let's get ready for hell,” she whispered. 


What follows is a bonus tale from the horror 
genre of my Lunch Tale Anthology series, Enjoy. 
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Nether Shadow 


The shadows along the moonlit wall took form and shape as they 
turned toward the man at the darkened end of the alley. He walked 
backwards, breathing heavily seeking the shadows that haunted him. The 
moonlight behind him created shadows in front of him. They leaped and 
grew as he moved. At first, distant, then suddenly close. He turned and ran, 
screaming into the darkness of the city. 


Something behind him glared evilly, hungrily. It sought him for what 
was in his blood and his soul. This shadow was real. It stepped from those 
shadows cast from the man and took silent chase, moving smoothly along 
the ground as if simply willing itself forward. It would not do to end the 
chase quickly. There must first be some challenge, however transparent it 
might be. 


His name was Charles, and he was deathly afraid of the shadows that 
followed him. He knew what pushed him through the darkness. There were 
things of the night that could kill him. He knew. They wanted him for his 
blood. They would suck the blood from his body and leave him to die on 
the cold cobblestones of the street. And, when morning came, people 
would walk past him and gawk at his grisly corpse until the police came 
and carted him off to the morgue where he would be further humiliated 
and dissected. He didn't want to die that way. He didn't want to die at all. 


Charles glanced over his shoulder. There were shadows dancing 
behind him. They were chasing him, mocking him, but among them all 
there was a single shadow of substance moving ever closer. Its eyes 
glowed a sharp red. Teeth, long and deadly, gleamed in the moonlight. 
Charles turned and bolted down the alley as fast as his feet would move, 
but the shadow was still there. It was closer. Charles could feel it against 
his back The cold touch of undead fingers grabbed his shoulders and he 
cringed then screamed again as the darkness of a satin cape enveloped him. 
He was driven to the ground. It was as if he had slipped and fallen, but no, 
something had pushed him. He was certain of it. 


He climbed to his feet, gasping for breath, looking behind him. He 
couldn't find the form. He glanced frantically from side to side then spun 
to look in the direction he had been running. Where was it? Why had it 
allowed him to escape? Fog dimmed the gas streetlights, giving off an 
eerie, deathly glow. The fog dimmed all sound. Noise from the river, 
though close, seemed muted and far away. All he could hear was his 
breathing... 


...And, then the sound of shuffling. Feet scraped along the 
cobblestone. Charles, in sudden panic, ran again, away from the sounds. 
The shadows were suddenly dim, but still behind him, moving, mocking, 
dancing. He ran, slipping on the wet cobblestones, running from the author 
of the scraping feet. He caught the edge of a building with one hand and 
turned to run down another street. No, it too, was an alley. He glanced over 
his shoulder. Again, the shadows were behind him and something within 
them forced them forward. He ran, his heart pumping hard. He turned to 
look in the direction he was running just as he ran into the huge form of a 
man, long since dead. It would devour his flesh, leaving only his bones for 
the coroner to muse over. He hit hard, spun and slammed into the 
cobblestones, face first. He shook his head, clearing it, a cry of fear on his 
lips. He turned, flailing his arms, already beating back the huge corpse 
attacking him. 


But, there was only the brick wall of the building in front of him. He 
glanced around him, again. A distant howl shook him to his core and he 
leaped to his feet. Clearly, even the dead have fears and what greater fear 
than that of a werewolf? The fangs of such a predator would not know the 
difference between the flesh of the living and the dead, or would it? And, 
now that the walking corpse had deserted his attack, Charles was once 
again alone... alone to face the gruesome hunger of the werewolf. He was 
all that remained as prey for the beast. 


Charles ran. He had to put some distance between him and the 
werewolf. Behind him, the padding of feet echoed like cannons in Charles' 
head. It was coming for him with a snarl and a growl. It was close. Charles 
ran for the end of the alley, but he knew he was too far from it. The beast 
would overtake him long before he escaped into the darkness and fog. The 
breath of the monster was upon his neck. He felt the claws of an animal as 


it leaped forward, driving him once again forward to crash into the fog and 
the end of the alley. 


He slammed hard into something solid. The alley ended in a fence, 
closing the end of the alley off. He had hit it hard and as he fought the 
beast, keeping it from tearing his throat apart, the fence came down in a 
rain of wooden slats. He climbed to his feet, thrashing to the left and right, 
a piece of wood in his hand as his weapon. 


The werewolf had fled, leaving him to the darkness and the fog. His 
right arm was gushing blood. He had stopped the werewolf's lunge with 
his forearm, but had suffered badly for it. His face, too, bore a deep 
wound, dripping blood from it to the pavement at his feet. He breathed 
heavily, but the beast was gone. He had defeated it. Charles tossed the 
piece of wood away as he climbed to his feet and turned to see where he 
was. 


Complete darkness. He walked forward into the adjoining avenue, 
entering the darkness, but turning to his left and right as a deep hissing 
filled his mind. A chill wind forced him to wrap his arms around his body 
to stave off the cold. Far to the right and left, at either end of the avenue 
was light. It was dim and almost invisible in the fog, but it was there. 
Ahead of him was darkness and around him, death. The hissing grew 
steadily louder. 


Now, what was following him? What else wanted him? He glanced 
behind him, but his shadows were obscure and uncertain though a mass of 
something dark and sinister crept after him. He shook his head. This 
creature he could outrun... or could he? He ran, but it was as if he ran in 
mire. Great serpentine tentacles leaped for him in the darkness. He backed 
against a wall, trying to find footing in the darkness, but he could make 
little headway. Cords of darkness wrapped themselves around his ankles 
and his legs, slowing him further. He pushed against the weight, the 
hissing ever greater, and the serpents ever closer. It was not many serpents; 
it was one, a monster of a serpent and it was coming for him. This was not 
something he would chase away with a piece of wood. 


Charles screamed as he bolted down the avenue toward the dim light. 
He trudged, pushing, forcing his legs to move, one step after another. He 
had to escape the writhing mass growing around his feet. It hungered for 


him, to tear him apart, to feed to its young so that, they too, could begin 
their nightly scourge of the world. He pushed toward the light. But, no, 
there were two lights to guide him to safety and they swung as if to an 
unholy dirge. He must get into the light. If he could find light, the creatures 
of the darkness would flee. The hissing grew louder as he fell to his hands 
and knees. The serpents wrapped themselves around his wrists, forcing 
him deeper into the mire. Still, he forced himself forward, his heart 
pounding in his chest, his eyes wide with fear. Ahead of him, not far, were 
the lights. They had to be close by. Why weren't they brighter? 


He staggered to his feet, looking up into the lights that had beckoned 
him to safety. Behind him the dark serpents fled in fear. In front of Charles 
raged a huge bear, claws dripping blood from its last victim. Its mouth 
glowed red from the blood on its fangs. Its eyes, both of them, were an evil 
glow of orange fire. The roar of the great beast was more than Charles 
could bear. He turned and ran directly into the shadows that were the home 
of certain serpentine death. 


The serpents were gone, but something hideous awaited him in the 
darkness. It hungered for what he had. It waited, its arms open, as Charles 
ran toward the nether shadow, plunging into it. He burst it apart into a 
thousand separate entities. Cockroaches, black as the deepest pit of hell 
and as evil as the sins of man, sprayed out in every direction only to 
congeal again around Charles’ body. They devoured him a tiny morsel at a 
time, eating his flesh, small mouths drinking his blood and tearing at his 
bones. They consumed him in a frenzy of bloodlust accompanied by his 
screams of agony and unfettered terror. It was over in moments then the 
creatures came together again, as the nether shadow from which they had 
sprung. They needed his flesh to live. They lusted after his fear. It was the 
fear they would share with their next victim to satisfy their eternal hunger. 


NEXT ISSUE 


THE NIGHT: One ruthless criminal escape a prison with two 
companions. He sets out on a crime spree, spreading fear through the local 
community, but something evil stalks this criminal. In his eagerness to 
spread mayhem and fear, he does not, initially, recognize that which is 
following him until it becomes overwhelming. The darker the night 
becomes, the worse his fear becomes. The night becomes his personal 
horror as it becomes tangible, angry, and malicious. 


